IOSH publishes a range of free technical guidance. Our guidance literature is designed to support and inform members and motivate and influence safety and health stakeholders.
Getting the message? -guidance on communication The aim of this guide is to provide occupational safety and health (OSH) practitioners with a basic understanding of the importance of clear communication within organisations. The guide will also be of interest to managers, directors, HR personnel and others with an interest in intra-organisational communication.
Starting with a brief introduction to the subject, the guide covers: -t +44 (0)116 257 3100 -researchandinformation@iosh.co.uk PDF versions of this and other guides are available at www.iosh.co.uk/ freeguides.
Our materials are reviewed at least once every three years. This document was first published in May 2015.
For an organisation to survive and function effectively, there must be a constant flow of operational, strategic and corporate communication to inform, instruct and motivate target audiences, including owners, management, workforce, clients and contractors.
Effective communication is the blood flow that keeps the organisation alive. It also allows growth and development, and helps with anticipating, and responding to, changes in the external environment. Lasswell's model (see Figure 1 ) met with some criticism for being a oneway linear observation from the communicator towards the audience, lacking the element of feedback, although not all communication requires a response.
Communication models
The journalist, writer and academic, Wilbur Schramm, often referred to as the 'father of communication studies', proposed a model in which people interact in a constant, cyclical fashion (see Figure 2 ). Simplistically viewed, communication is a process that takes place between a sender ('transmitter') and a receiver, involving a message and a channel through which the message can be transmitted. The receiver should have a method of sending feedback, to confirm that the message has been correctly received and understood, and to respond (see Figure 3) However, noise and interference will affect both the ability of the message to get through and the content of the message. Noise is anything that interrupts or interferes in the communication process and can happen at any point to blot out part of, or the entire, message.
There are four kinds of noise: 
Email
Email is a an excellent way of sending concise, timely information to a lot of people.
While sending emails is both easy and cheap, it's a mistaken belief that it's cheaper to send information electronically (often in the form of lengthy attachments) to avoid printing costs. In fact, the cost of printing tens or hundreds of individual copies on laser printers can be higher than the cost of photocopying and distributing the document. 'Successful communication is about getting people to take key messages on board. There's a lot more trust and co-operation, and workers are far more open and likely to come up with suggestions for change.' Crucially, the Tamdown Group saw employers' liability insurance premiums cut by £50,000 a year. Accident rates dropped from eight in a typical year to just one. The drop in accidents has also resulted in further savings of between £14,000-£25,000 a year based on reduced investigation costs and replacement labour charges alone.
Pros
Case study 2 -Tamdown Group's safety campaign Negative body language that is likely to impede progress includes: glancing at your watch, playing with your pen or doodling; using your mobile device in a meeting. Such actions are likely to be seen as evidence of disinterest or a lack of co-operation and could result in communication faltering or breaking down altogether.
Other negative gestures include clenched fists, folded arms, rolling eyes, shrugs, shuffling and finger pointing.
Eye movement/contact
Maintaining eye contact is a key to communication success. Looking someone in the eye when talking or listening demonstrates interest. It also conveys confidence, which is important in work situations. Not looking someone in the eye gives the opposite messages, ie lack of interest or nervousness.
Facial expressions
Faces are by nature expressive and can give away our emotions before we have a chance to say what we feel. It's important to keep your facial expressions positive during a typical work-related conversation.
It may be obvious, but smiling is very important and helps the other party to relax during a discussion. Even in negative situations, it's best to avoid negative facial expressions, such as frowning, scowling, glaring, blankness or sneering.
Mirroring
When positive body language is mirrored or synchronised between people, it indicates a shared feeling of rapport, empathy and trust. Matching body language can also extend to verbal signals -notably speech pace, and the pitch and tone of voice.
However, when body language signals differ, or negative or aggressive body language occurs, engagement is less comfortable and less productive. Avoid saying something you don't mean because your body language can give you away and cause feelings of discord, discomfort or even rejection.
Grapevine communication
The 'grapevine' is an informal channel of business communication, so called because it extends throughout an organisation in all directions, regardless of authority levels. Typically, it's more significant at lower levels and/or remote parts of an organisation, as employees use the grapevine when other communication channels are weak or non-existent.
The grapevine tends to thrive on 'bad news', rather than good. Rumours and untruths can travel quickly and it's often difficult to trace the source. Smart communicators are aware of the grapevine but rely on 'official' communication channels in their plans -intentionally using the grapevine will undermine other channels in the longer term and potentially have a negative impact. The more complicated the message is, the more personal and interactive the channel should be to allow for human elements such as voice tone, facial expression and physical presence. For example, bad (and good) news is better delivered in face-to-face or oneto-one situations, depending on the group or individual content. Routine, easy-to-understand messages, on the other hand, can be presented via a more 'static' channel.
The flowchart in Figure 5 provides a guide for choosing the best communication method.
The communication channel you choose will depend on what you want to achieve from your communication and the audience you need to reach. The right channels for raising awareness would very probably be the wrong channels for gaining ownership and commitment. Similarly the needs of a manager working in head office will be very different from an engineer working in the field.
As a general guide, consider selecting channels in the following order, from active to passive: Negotiations/policy discussions A leading manufacturer of 'kettle' or 'boiling water' taps received a complaint that a child required a visit to A&E after being badly scalded after apparently bypassing the approved tap safety device. The company responded initially by pointing out the positive facts that the tap had an exemplary safety record, exceeded all safety regulations, and came with a concise safety instruction leaflet. They then addressed the negative aspects, voicing concern and regret at the incident, while pointing out the safety hazards, particularly to children, of other long-established household items such as kettles, cookers and fires -before finally making the positive statement that a technician would call to check the tap was installed and working correctly and to rectify free-of-charge if not. Whether the need is to communicate general day-to-day information or news about major changes in the organisation or work practices, the best communication starts with thorough planning. At the outset, it's a good idea to set out your plan in writing (see the template in Figure 6 ).
Situation analysis
As part of the planning process, consider how your organisation's safety and health mission statement can underpin your communication strategy. A mission statement's purpose is to get employees to comprehend what the organisation stands for, its purpose, and how they can work towards common strategic goals. This important objective is not always easy to achieve.
Typically, a safety and health mission statement attempts to cover all facets and might read:
-Our policy is to provide a safe and healthy work environment for all employees and others affected by our work activities, to promote occupational and environmental safety and to minimise the likelihood and the effects of work-related injuries and illnesses.
A more concise declaration could be, as in the case of the IOSH mission statement: 
Horses for courses
Remember that the same key message may need to be reworked into a different tone and style when addressing a different audience.
How to maximise the impacts(s) of your message
Good communication is like good marketing: your message (product) must be 'sold' to your audience (customers). The message must be 'packaged' so that your audience understands and pays attention to it. To engage your audience, focus on benefits, not features, to help ensure the perceived advantages for the receiver outweigh any downsides or additional demands on their time/effort. If faced with a negative situation, to help avoid rumour and exaggeration, communicate the relevant available facts and issues clearly, quickly and consistently.
Sandwich method
You can reduce the scope for misinterpretation by presenting a negative message, or bad news, in a way that starts and ends with positive statements.
The 'sandwich' method should:
-identify the good news before the negative event -clearly state the bad news -conclude by outlining a future positive outcome/benefit.
For example: 'I'm pleased to report that our new workplace safety procedures have improved accident rates by 8 per cent over the past six months. We did have one incident in the last quarter which, regrettably, involved a serious injury, but on a more positive note this incident resulted in the equipment upgrade originally planned for next year being brought forward, with resulting benefits for both operator safety and team productivity.' So, present the facts. Don't make excuses or try to shirk corporate or personal responsibility. Yes it happened and it wasn't good, but here's what we've done about it. Don't fall into the trap of trying to cover up -and don't finger-point or allocate blame. Focus on the behaviour or circumstances rather than the individual. Rather than demonstrating a blame culture, show you're a problem solver.
Managing expectation
All communication should be structured to raise expectation, not lower it.
If employees expect a positive and desirable outcome, they'll typically perform at the level expected of them.
In his 1964 book Work and motivation, 5 Victor Vroom argues that the strength of your motivation to act in a certain way depends on the strength of your expectation that:
-a given level of activity will result in a defined outcome -if a high level of activity is required, this outcome will be attractive.
To manage expectation effectively, you need to understand exactly what is expected of you, your team and the wider workforce. Expectations are linked to initial objectives, realistic priorities and timeframes, and performance projections. By providing clear and direct expectations, you'll help employees focus their performance on what's important and what will lead to the desired outcomes.
As well as being aware of the preferred channels of your target audience, help them by clearly summarising your communication plan and methods. Inform them of how you expect them to communicate key issues in turn, so they don't become obstacles to the success of the project.
Continual dialogue with your audience during a task makes it easier to measure progress, assess risks and adjust actions.
Another crucial aspect of managing expectation is to speak up and make adjustments when initial expectations become unrealistic, or unexpected changes jeopardise a project. When faced with challenging situations, make sure you create an environment of trust in which employees feel comfortable to share their concerns and raise issues. Managing expectation proactively increases your chances of success, and aids effective planning and communication.
Tone and style, grammar, editing and proofing
Tone and style Business writing should be convincing, informational, influential and professional. Use plain business-like language without being stuffy or full of jargon. Abbreviations and acronyms should be avoided unless they're familiar to the target audience.
Use words and expressions your readers will understand. What makes sense to one group may be gibberish to others. Information must be clear to all audiences. You can vary your style, sentence structure and vocabulary to sound forceful or objective, personal or formal. The right choice depends on the nature of your message and your relationship with the reader/audience.
For most business communication use a 'conversational tone' for readability wherever possible. This creates synergy between you and the recipient and increases understanding.
Be accurate, non-discriminatory and include examples and visual aids when appropriate. Use facts and research to back-up claims and arguments.
Persuasive writing must be clear and concise, enabling the reader to follow the logic and be encouraged to agree with the content and its conclusions.
An 'informal tone' is often best for communications with close colleagues or friends, while a 'formal tone' may be important for communicating official messages (eg where legal compliance of an internal or external communication is important).
Grammar
Written communication should balance the needs and expectations of your target audience and the general culture in your organisation -while expressing your own personality. You can do this by varying grammar, word choices, sentence structure and style. Poor grammar, spelling mistakes and inaccuracies will typically distract the recipient from the core message by making the communication harder to understand.
Plain English
Try to use plain English, avoiding buzzwords, jargon and slang. Plain English means writing in a way that's easy to understand at first reading. It doesn't mean using simple words at the expense of more accurate ones.
To make plain writing effective, plan your piece before you write it. Consider your audience and what they will expect to get from it. Organise your material in a way that helps readers to grasp the important information quickly and to navigate through the document easily.
Remember:
- Evaluations add little value unless there are also follow-up plans and procedures to make sure that suitable actions are taken and lessons learned from their findings.
A UK-based engineering and facilities services firm, NG Bailey, saw an 18 per cent year-on-year reduction in safety and health incidents following a hard-hitting visual safety campaign. The poster campaign was based around key dates in the year that staff could identify with -a child's birthday, a summer holiday, Mother's Day and Christmas. It used shock statistics and graphic images to communicate safety messages to its 3,000 staff and teams of subcontractors nationwide. The approach was designed to be topical, eye-catching, thoughtprovoking and -above all -memorable, to guard against complacency and avoid being hackneyed and tired.
Regular, reliable and consistent communication is needed in any organisation. Regular and efficient workplace communication practices help to achieve the desired outcomes for both the employee and the organisation. All messages, internal and external, must be integrated. 
Top-down
Top-down communication (from management to employees) can increase observance of, and participation in, specific workplace programmes by creating employee awareness. A clear explanation of how to access and follow good practices demonstrates that the management values the programmes and supports its employees. But beware of projecting a 'command and control' culture.
Bottom-up
It's important for management to listen to and acknowledge bottom-up communication, as it can be an effective means of providing information about employees' needs, values, perceptions and opinions. This can help an organisation -through its management teams -to select and tailor programmes and policies to meet the specific needs of its employees.
Lateral
Lateral communication is between similar levels of the hierarchy in an organisation. It's a way of sharing information and resolving differences or communication gaps between and within departments or groups.
Diagonal
Diagonal communication is between, say, a manager of one department and employees of another. For instance, a safety and health manager, in order to design and implement an effective new practice or training module, may need to interact with operations personnel to discover how they perform their task.
External
External communication is between an organisation or manager and external groups and stakeholders, such as suppliers, customers and financial institutions.
Communication is productive only if the message sent is received with the intended meaning.
Communication barriers result in messages becoming lost or distorted.
In a successful organisation, employees at all levels strive to avoid communication barriers and gaps. Note that barriers may result from the actions or inactions of the sender, the recipient, or both. -Simple messages can be conveyed orally through one-to-one interaction or at group meetingscomplex messages need supporting documents, and significant messages may need reminders, eg a memo There is greater credibility for messages delivered using a range of communication channels (ie 'blended communications').
A vibrant safety and health culture should be at the heart of every organisation and, when investing in a new initiative, integrated internal (and external) communication is vital.
Communicating relevance
Communicating key aspects of safety and health in the workplace (hazards, risks and controls, responsibilities, sources of expertise, questions about all of these) is a skill needed by employers, employees and their representatives and, of course, occupational safety and health professionals.
Therefore:
-a line manager's quality of communication on safety and health issues is critical to employee engagement -key messages must be presented to employees in such a way that they understand, co-operate, adopt and feed back.
Communication plan checklist
When developing a new practice, procedure or complete safety and health programme, the communication plan should be inclusive and interactive. Typically, this plan should include the following elements:
-cascaded information sessions should be held with employees to inform them of the new programme/practice -sessions should be led by line personnel, so that they can demonstrate their commitment and support -briefing packs, with FAQs, should be given to those leading the sessions -these might include a standard visual presentation (eg PowerPoint) or questions for group discussion -programme information packs should be provided to all those affected, with additional information packs available on request 
Grabbing attention
To grab attention, you must also capture the imagination. It's then easier to achieve the behavioural change(s) required when introducing new safety and health practices. A communication strategy that uses attention-grabbing content to engage an audience immediately is likely to be more effective.
To persuade, you need to appeal to both emotion and logic. Create a 'hook' as an attention-getter. This can be serious, humorous or dramatic, but it must capture attention. Be positive, explicit and precise with your choice of words.
Intrigue, like a cork, always bobs up to the top of our attention, so don't be afraid to startle with details and take a hard-hitting approach when communicating to an audience numbed by traditional safety campaigns.
At the outset of an internal communication audit, it should be made clear that the purpose is to improve the effectiveness of communication and not to evaluate personnel. -Internal audiences, such as:
organisational hierarchy manager/non-manager professional/occupational groups department-/service-specific trade unions/staff associations full-time/part-time staff blue-collar/white-collar staff those affected by a particular policy, strategy or programme.
Stage four: Audit report
Based on the investigation, the audit report should be presented to the decision-makers in the organisation and contain full details of:
-the process -analysis -key problems -needs -priorities.
Recommendations, implications and guidelines should also be included. 
